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<Abstract>

A Study on 1930’s gramophone records drama

Ha, Jae—hee
Department of Korean Language and Literature
Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study seeks to show the aesthetic achievements of dramatic works
recorded on gramophone records in the 1930s in Korea, and reveal the value of
the gramophone record drama that have been often viewed as less prestigious
than theater drama, film, and literary fiction. Most of the recent studies on
gramophone record dramas have been dualistic, in that such dramas were
either judged as being ’'lowly entertainment’ and/or 'expensive art’; these
record dramas were also merely used to point out their special characteristics
as part of new technological media that were being introduced at the time;
finally, previous studies focused more on preserving musical and film materials
saved on the records. My study aims to reveal the cultural meaning and the
value that are characteristic of gramophone record dramas of 1930s, under the
hypothesis that they have their own specialness and aesthetics.

Gramophone records were first introduced in Korea in 1899, and gradually
became a part of popular entertainment for modern Koreans by 1920s.
However, most studies up to now have seen the value of such gramophone
records as an expression of the shock experienced by the people about what is

'modern’, or as artifacts of 'popular’ or ‘common’ culture. However, the study



of dramas that were recorded on those gramophone plates should not be
limited to their medium’s specificity, but their texts should be at the center of
our analysis for their aesthetic characteristics. It is only through such
examination that we will be able to understand the explosive popularity
enjoyed by gramophone records in a period as unique as 1930s.

This study focuses on the 1930s in order to achieve aforementioned goals.
Material is the first condition of what forms popular culture. Here, material
means what can provide new senses beyond the meaning that had been
produced by previous items. The items here mean radio, phonograph, and film
projector: these items are the symbols of new technology and science, and
becomes objects of curioisity for the public. The second condition is
organization: 'spectacle’, which is a large organized event of entertainment and
senses, 1s able to create fads and collective consciousness. The third condition
is mass media. Once the paradigm exists that is able to transmit everything at
once through mass media, then popular culture comes into being as well
Through materials and organizations such as radio stations, newspapers, and
magazines, information and senses are formed. re-organized, and transmitted.

Under such conditions, the popular culture comes to have a beneficial
relationship with the audiences’ tastes in the city space of 1930's Seoul. In
case of the record culture. In case of record culture, it is important in that it
allows us to analyze how the audience of the time understood and created their
popular culture by looking at the transformations of the physical object of the
record. Meaning, in the aspect of 1930s popular culture contained within the
gramophone record dramas, there is a dynamic variety of the receiving of
audiences, and my study seeks to look at such dynamic culture by focusing on

the dramas of gramophone records.



My study initially focuses on the method of formation for gramophone record
dramas. In such a work titled Lullaby Wet with Tears, drama is created by
dialogue of two characters along with backg7HOund music. In the first part of
this work, one of the characters named 'Young-ae’, and her way of speaking
is formed as both her pleading toward the other character 'Han-ho’ as well as
implicit and constant presence of the audience. In the second part of this
drama, a method known as 'bang-bak’ is radically utilized, and thus stresses
the emotions experienced by the two characters. Such a form is also often
used in other gramophone dramas, and this shows that the producers did not
make their works on their own, but that the listeners of the drama
continuously influenced the product of their work. That is, the listeners did not
passively receive the dramas recorded on the gramophone, but in fact they
actively provided their own signs onto the work. This kind of phenomena can
also be explained by the transformation of the environment and space of the
listening. In early 1930s, gramophone was considered to be a very expensive,
luxury item, but by late 1930s, gramophone changed as a part of commercial
activities by medicine sellers, or as social item used for party functions.

The transformation of the environment of gramophone record drama listening
is also related to form of drama’s repertory. Among the dramas on
gramophone records, there are many that are unique in their own way, but
many were also based on existing narratives. In cases where they took the
motifs from pre-existing narratives, new elements such as music were added
or there were radical changes to the story’s structure, and in cases of the
works that had just recently been imported, even though they did have
previous popularities, their characters and structures were imbued with

typicality, and raised the focus on the works.



The typicality of the characters and drama is an important element in
udnerstanding gramophone record dramas. Mother’s Love and Deceived by
Love, Weeping on Money both introduce as their characters 'suffering
mother’, ’children’, and ’sorrowful Chinese woman’, while also stressing its
use of music in order to flesh out melodramatic emotions. These elements of
typicality and melodrama results in the audiences of 1930s to re-experience
one of the more common sentiments of the time: 'grief’. At the same time,
Yojeol Chunhyangjeon and Modern Shinchung use more comedic elements, and
chooses to pursue aesthetic of 'laughter’ in a strict society. Such a strategy is
able to supplement the limits of dramas that become stale by familiarization,
while also be seen as the unique characteristic of gramophone records that is
able to ease the tense situation of the historical moment.

Finally, the hybridization of different kinds of media is something that can
only happen in gramophone records’ aesthetics. We cannot read the specificity
of style or aesthetics by simply thinking of gramophone records as 'new
media’. My study, in order to supplement such oversights of previous studies,
examines the hybrid aspects of gramophone records as it mixes with other
media like film and newspaper, so that we may understand such aesthetics
and reasons behind hybridization. The examples of such hybrid works are
Kisang Kang Myung-hwa and Myung-woo’s Sad Tale. These works are able
to satisfy the listener’'s desires for gossips, while also being able to create
new ways of narratives possible on gramophone records through solidifying
the collective that shares 'entertainment’.

Such new forms of narrative can also be seen later on in the gramophone
record drama Arirang, which is in fact a later episode of the film Arirang.

Unlike the original film, the gramophone record Arirang deals with the



character’s loss of home, loss of sibling, and the loss of one’s nation, and thus
becoming insane. In this process, we can see that the record has correlative
relationship with the film, and the gramphone record version of Arirang also
happens to use all the elements unique to its medium, such as music and
spoken dialogue, all of which are audio signifier. The work titled Poonguhnah
can be analyzed in a similar context as Arirang. This work focuses on the
governor character of Kim Young-hwan, and chooses to follow the silent
films’ narrative structure, which was popular at the time, while also using
certain elements of music and sound effectively. By only using a few phrases
of music, this work is able to form within the listener's mind a dramatic
space, while also briniging the listeners who could not experience this work at
a movie theater to be its audience.

This strategy can be understood as an attempt to target both the listeners
who know the story already and those who do not. Because gramophone
record can 'save’ the sound, it is fundamentally different from other forms of
media. Developing and using gramophone records’ specific characteristics, the
producers worked to gain the interest of the public that had previously been
alienated from other forms of public entertainments such as theater, film, and
literary fiction. The result of such work can said to have expanded the horizon
of 1930s public entertainment, in that people could experience 'art’ in their
homes and marketplaces and villages, without having to go out into the

"festival’ of the city that was forming in the 1930s.

* Keywords : 1930s, gramophone, gramophone record, saved sound, media,
popular culture, acoustics, listener, listener environment, typical
character, typicality, happy-ending, melodrama, comedy, parody,

collective sentiment, gossip, culture industry, entertainment space.
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